REF 2014 : assessment framework and guidance on submissions by unknown
Research Excellence Framework
 
This document sets out the general 
framework for assessment in the 
2014 Research Excellence Framework 
(REF) and provides guidance to UK 
higher education institutions about 
making submissions to the 2014 REF. 
It includes guidance on procedures, 
the data that will be required, and the 
criteria and definitions that will apply. 
The deadline for submissions is  
29 November 2013.
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Heads of publicly funded higher education 
institutions in the UK






Enquiries from staff at UK higher education 
institutions
E-mail your institutional REF contact. (These are 
listed at www.ref.ac.uk under Contact.)
Other enquiries
Rebecca Gordge, tel 0117 931 7477,  
e-mail info@ref.ac.uk
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Framework for assessment 






































































































weighting	of	15 per cent. 
 



































































































































































































































March 2010  Publication of ‘Initial decisions’ by the funding bodies on the conduct of the REF (HEFCE 
Circular letter 04/2010)
July 2010 Publication of ‘Units of assessment and recruitment of expert panels’ (REF 01.2010)
November 2010 Publication of reports on the REF impact pilot exercise
February 2011 Panel membership announced 
March 2011 Publication of ‘Decisions on assessing research impact’ (REF 01.2011)
July 2011  Publication of ‘Assessment framework and guidance on submissions’ (REF 02.2011)
End July 2011  Publication of draft panel criteria and working methods for consultation 
5 October 2011 Close of consultation on draft panel criteria and working methods
January 2012  Publication of panel criteria and working methods 
31 July 2012  Institutions intending to make submissions to the REF submit their codes of practice on the 
selection of staff
Autumn 2012 Pilot of the REF submissions system 
October 2012  Invitation to HEIs to make submissions; invitation to request multiple submissions; and start of 
survey of submissions intentions 
December 2012   Survey of submissions intentions complete and deadline for requests for multiple submissions 
January 2013 Launch of submissions systems and accompanying technical guidance
31 July 2013  End of assessment period (for research impacts, the research environment, and data about 
research income and research doctoral degrees awarded)
Mid 2013 Appointment of additional assessors to panels 
31 October 2013 Census date for staff eligible for selection
29 November 2013  Closing data for submissions 
31 December 2013  End of publication period (cut-off point for publication of research outputs, and for outputs 
underpinning impact case studies)
Throughout 2014  Panels assess submissions 
December 2014  Publication of outcomes 










































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































1 In addition to cross-referring parts of a submission between sub-panels for advice to inform the assessment, parts of 
submissions may be made available to other sub-panels for the purposes of calibration exercises. Calibration procedures will 


































Data requirements and definitions 


















































































2 These are staff returned to the HESA Staff Collection with an activity code of ‘Academic Professional’ (currently identified as code ‘2a’ in the ACT1, ACT2 or ACT3 
fields) and an academic employment function of either ‘Research only’ or ‘Teaching and research’ (currently identified as codes ‘2’ or ‘3’ in the ACEMPFUN field). Revised 






















































































3 HEFCW-funded institutions must indicate which of the staff they submit meet the definition of research fellow that is set out in this footnote. This information is 
requested for funding purposes. A research fellow holds a specific fellowship award on the basis of their own research record or research proposals. The fellowship 
award must be to a named individual in recognition of independent research they have undertaken or proposed, must include a significant element of external funding 
and must follow a process of expert review (including competitive review) involving an input from outside the institution. Such fellowships include Research Council 
fellows (senior, advanced or postdoctoral) and Royal Society research fellows and professors. Staff on an HEI-funded or awarded fellowship, even with external 


























































































































































































































































































Part 3 Section 2: Research outputs 
(REF2)



































































































































































b.	 Year of output:	the	calendar	year	in	which	the	
output	became	publicly	available.	

















































































































































































































5 See ‘Analysis of data from the pilot exercise to develop bibliometric indicators for the REF: The effect of using normalised citation 










































































Part 3 Section 3: Impact template 
and case studies (REF3a/b)














































































































6 The end of the period for the underpinning research (31 December 2013) extends beyond the end of the period for the impact (31 July 2013). 
This is to align with the end of the publication period for outputs, and recognises that research may have had impact prior to the publication of 
the outputs. Also, the start of the period for underpinning research may be extended, exceptionally, to 1 January 1988 for some UOAs. Any such 



















































Impact case studies (form REF3b)










Table 1: Number of case studies required in submissions
Number of Category  Required number of case 
A staff submitted (FTE) studies
Up to 14.99 2
15 – 24.99 3
25 – 34.99 4
35 – 44.99 5
45 or more  6, plus 1 further case study 




















































































































































































































7 These are students returned in the HESA Student Record whose qualification awarded is recorded as ‘Doctorate degree obtained 
primarily through advanced supervised research written up as a thesis/dissertation’ or as a ‘New Route PhD’ (currently identified as 




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































Table 2: Summary of equality legislation
Age  All employees within the higher education sector are protected from unlawful age discrimination 
in employment under the Equality Act 2010 and the Employment Equality (Age) Regulations 
(Northern Ireland) 2006. Individuals are also protected if they are perceived to be or if they are 
associated with a person of a particular age group. (These provisions in the Equality Act 2010 are 
partially in force, but should be fully in place by April 2012.)
  Age discrimination can occur when people of a particular age group are treated less favourably than 
people in other age groups. An age group could be for example, people of the same age, the under 30s or 
people aged 45-50. A person can belong to a number of different age groups. 
  Age discrimination will not be unlawful if it is a proportionate means of achieving a legitimate aim. 
However, in the context of the REF, the view of the funding bodies is that if a researcher produces 
excellent research an HEI will not be able to justify not submitting them because of the their age group. 
  It is important to note that early career researchers are likely to come from a range of age groups. The 
definition of early career researcher used in the REF (see paragraph 85) is not limited to young people.
  HEIs should also note that given developments in equalities law in the UK and Europe, the default retirement 
age will be abolished from 1 October 2011 in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. 
Disability  The Equality Act 2010, the Disability Discrimination Act (1995) (Northern Ireland only) and the 
Disability Discrimination (Northern Ireland) Order 2006 prevent unlawful discrimination relating 
to disability. Individuals are also protected if they are perceived to have a disability or if they are 
associated with a person who is disabled (for example, if they are responsible for caring for a 
disabled family member).
  A person is considered to be disabled if they have or have had a physical and/or mental impairment 
which has ‘a substantial and long-term adverse effect on their ability to carry out normal day-to-day 
activities’. Long-term impairments include those that last or are likely to last for at least 12 months. 
  Cancer, HIV, multiple sclerosis and progressive/degenerative conditions are disabilities too, even if they do 
not currently have an adverse effect on the carrying out of day-to-day activities. 
  The definition of disability is different in Northern Ireland in that a list of day-to-day activities is referred to. 
There is no list of day-to-day activities for England, Scotland and Wales but day-to-day activities are taken 
to mean activities that people, not individuals, carry out on a daily or frequent basis. 









  It is important for HEIs to note that people who have had a past disability are also protected from 
discrimination, victimisation and harassment because of disability.
  Equality law requires HEIs to anticipate the needs of disabled people and make reasonable adjustments 
for them. Failure to make a reasonable adjustment constitutes discrimination. If a disabled researcher’s 
impairment has affected the quantity of their research outputs, they may be submitted with a reduced 
number of outputs (see paragraphs 90-100 and the panel criteria).
REF 02.2011 37
Gender  The Equality Act 2010 and the Sex Discrimination (Northern Ireland) Order 1976 
reassignment    protect from discrimination trans people who have proposed, started or completed a 
process to change their sex. Staff in HE do not have to be under medical supervision to 
be afforded protection because of gender reassignment and staff are protected if they 
are perceived to be undergoing or have undergone gender reassignment. They are also 
protected if they are associated with someone who has proposed, is undergoing or 
has undergone gender reassignment.
   Trans people who undergo gender reassignment will need to take time off for appointments 
and in some cases, for medical assistance. The transition process is lengthy, often taking 
several years and it is likely to be a difficult period for the trans person as they seek 
recognition of their new gender from their family, friends, employer and society as a whole. 
   The Gender Recognition Act 2004 gave enhanced privacy rights to trans people who undergo 
gender reassignment. A person acting in an official capacity who acquires information about 
a person’s status as a transsexual may commit a criminal offence if they pass the information 
to a third party without consent. 
   Consequently, staff within HEIs with responsibility for REF submissions must ensure that the 
information they receive about gender reassignment is treated with particular care. 
   Staff whose ability to work productively throughout the REF assessment period has been 
constrained due to gender reassignment may be submitted with a reduced number of 
research outputs (see paragraphs 90-100 and the panel criteria). Information about the 
member of staff will be kept confidential as described in paragraph 98. 
Marriage and civil  Under the Equality Act 2010 and the Sex Discrimination (Northern Ireland) Order   
partnership   1976 as amended, individuals are protected from unlawful discrimination on the 
grounds of marriage and civil partnership status. The protection from discrimination 
is to ensure that people who are married or in a civil partnership receive the same 
benefits and treatment in employment. The protection from discrimination does not 
apply to single people. 
   In relation to the REF HEIs must ensure that their processes for selecting staff do not 
inadvertently discriminate against staff who are married or in civil partnerships. 
Political opinion   The Fair Employment and Treatment (Northern Ireland) Order 1998 protects staff from 
unlawful discrimination on the grounds of political opinion. 
   HEIs should be aware of not making any judgements about the selection of staff for REF 
submissions based on their political opinion.
Pregnancy and  Under the Equality Act 2010 and the Sex Discrimination (Northern Ireland) Order 
maternity   1976 women are protected from unlawful discrimination related to pregnancy and 
maternity. 
   Consequently researchers who have taken time out of work or whose ability to work 
productively throughout the assessment period because of pregnancy and/or maternity, may 
be submitted with a reduced number of research outputs, as set out in paragraphs 90-100 
and in the panel criteria documents.
   In addition, HEIs should ensure that female researchers who are pregnant or on maternity 
leave are kept informed about and included in their submissions process.
   For the purposes of this summary it is important to note that primary adopters have similar 

















Race  The Equality Act 2010 and the Race Relations (Northern Ireland) Order 1997 protect HEI staff 
from unlawful discrimination connected to race. The definition of race includes colour, ethnic 
or national origins or nationality. Individuals are also protected if they are perceived to be or 
are associated with a person of a particular race.
  HEIs should be aware of not making any judgements about the selection of staff for REF 
submissions based on their race or assumed race (for example, based on their name).
Religion and The Equality Act 2010 and the Fair Employment and Treatment (Northern Ireland) Order  
belief including 1998 protect HEI staff from unlawful discrimination to do with religion or belief. Individuals  
non-belief  are also protected if they are perceived to be or are associated with a person of a particular  
 religion or belief.
 HEIs should be aware of not making any judgements about the selection of staff for REF
  submissions based on their actual or perceived religion or belief, including non-belief. ‘Belief’ 
includes any structured philosophical belief with clear values that has an effect on how its 
adherents conduct their lives.
Sex (including  The Equality Act 2010 and the Sex Discrimination (Northern Ireland) Order 1976 
breastfeeding  protect HEI staff from unlawful discrimination to do with sex. Employees are also 
and additional  protected because of their perceived sex or because of their association with someone 
paternity and  of a particular sex.  
adoption leave)  The sex discrimination provisions of the Equality Act explicitly protect women from less favourable 
treatment because they are breastfeeding. Consequently the impact of breastfeeding on a 
women’s ability to work productively will be taken into account, as set out in paragraph 90-100 and 
the panel criteria documents. 
  From 3 April 2011, partners of new mothers and secondary adopters will be entitled to up to 
26 weeks of additional paternity and adoption leave. People who take additional paternity or 
adoption leave will have similar entitlements to women on maternity leave and barriers that exist 
to taking the leave, or as a result of having taken it, could constitute unlawful sex discrimination. 
Consequently researchers who have taken additional paternity and adoption leave may be 
submitted with a reduced number of outputs, as set out in paragraphs 90-100 and in the panel 
criteria documents. 
  HEIs need to be wary of selecting researchers by any criterion that it would be easier for men 
to comply with than women, or vice versa. There are many cases where a requirement to work 
full-time	(or	less	favourable	treatment	of	people	working	part-time	or	flexibly)	has	been	held	to	
discriminate unlawfully against women.
Sexual  The Equality Act 2010 and the Employment Equality (Sexual Orientation) Regulations 
orientation   (Northern Ireland) 2003 protect HEI staff from unlawful discrimination to do with sexual 
orientation. Individuals are also protected if they are perceived to be or are associated with a 
person who is of a particular sexual orientation.
  HEIs should be aware of not making any judgements about the selection of staff for REF 
submissions based on their actual or perceived sexual orientation.
Welsh Language  The Welsh Language Act 1993 places a duty on public bodies in Wales to treat Welsh and 
English on an equal basis. This is reinforced by the provisions of the Welsh Language 
(Wales) Measure 2011.
  The arrangements for the assessment of outputs in the medium of Welsh by the REF panels are 



































































































































































































































































































































Table A1: Overall quality profile: Definitions of starred levels
Four star  Quality that is world-leading in terms of originality, significance and rigour.
Three star  Quality that is internationally excellent in terms of originality, significance and rigour but which falls 
short of the highest standards of excellence.
Two star Quality that is recognised internationally in terms of originality, significance and rigour.
One star Quality that is recognised nationally in terms of originality, significance and rigour. 
Unclassified  Quality that falls below the standard of nationally recognised work. Or work which does not meet the 






Table A2: Outputs sub-profile: Criteria and definitions of starred levels
The criteria for assessing the quality of outputs are ‘originality, significance and rigour’.
Four star Quality that is world-leading in terms of originality, significance and rigour.
Three star  Quality that is internationally excellent in terms of originality, significance and rigour but which falls 
short of the highest standards of excellence.
Two star Quality that is recognised internationally in terms of originality, significance and rigour.
One star Quality that is recognised nationally in terms of originality, significance and rigour.
Unclassified  Quality that falls below the standard of nationally recognised work. Or work which does not meet 






Table A3: Impact sub-profile: Criteria and definitions of starred levels
The criteria for assessing impacts are ‘reach and significance’:
	 •	 	In	assessing	the	impact	described	within	a	case	study,	the	panel	will	form	an	overall	view	about	its	‘reach	
and significance’ taken as a whole, rather than assess ’reach and significance‘ separately. 
	 •	 	In	assessing	the	impact	template	(REF3a)	the	panel	will	consider	the	extent	to	which	the	unit’s	approach	
described in the template is conducive to achieving impacts of ‘reach and significance’. 
Four star  Outstanding impacts in terms of their reach and significance.
Three star  Very considerable impacts in terms of their reach and significance.
Two star Considerable impacts in terms of their reach and significance.
One star Recognised but modest impacts in terms of their reach and significance. 
Unclassified  The impact is of little or no reach and significance; or the impact was not eligible; or the impact was 
not underpinned by excellent research produced by the submitted unit.
Table A4: Environment sub-profile: Criteria and definitions of starred levels
The research environment will be assessed in terms of its ‘vitality and sustainability’. Panels will consider both 
the ‘vitality and sustainability’ of the submitted unit, and its contribution to the ‘vitality and sustainability’ of the 
wider research base.
Four star  An environment that is conducive to producing research of world-leading quality, in terms of its vitality 
and sustainability. 
Three star  An environment that is conducive to producing research of internationally excellent quality, in terms 
of its vitality and sustainability. 
Two star  An environment that is conducive to producing research of internationally recognised quality, in terms 
of its vitality and sustainability.
One star  An environment that is conducive to producing research of nationally recognised quality, in terms of 
its vitality and sustainability. 





























Table B1 Sample overall quality profiles*
Unit of  FTE Category A  Percentage of research activity in the submission judged 
assessment A staff submitted  to meet the standard for: 
 four three two one unclassified   
 star star  star  star  
University X       50.45 18 41 25 16 0
University Y        65.2 12 32 45 10 1

























  4* 3* 2* 1* u/c
Outputs 12.8 32.8 43 11.4 0
Environment 0 40 40 20 0
Impact 20 45 35 0 0
Weighted     
 65% 8.3 21.3 28 7.4 0
 15% 0 6 6 3 0
 20% 4 9 7 0 0
Initial profile  12.3 36.3 41 10.4 0
6.	 Cumulative	rounding	works	in	three	stages:	
a.	 The	initial	profile	is:	
  4* 3* 2* 1* u/c
  12.3 36.3 41 10.4 0
b.	 Stage	1:	Calculate	the	cumulative	totals	(for	example	the	cumulative	total	at	3*	or	better	is	12.3	+	36.3	=	48.6).
  4* 3* or better  2* or better 1* or better  u/c or better
  12.3 48.6 89.6 100 100
c.	 Stage	2:	Round	these	to	the	nearest	1	per	cent	(rounding	up	if	the	percentage	ends	in	exactly	0.5).
  4* 3* or better 2* or better 1* or better u/c or better




  4* 3*  2*  1*  u/c 









Definitions of research and impact for the REF






























8  Scholarship for the REF is defined as the creation, development and maintenance of the intellectual infrastructure of subjects and disciplines, in forms such as 




Main panel Unit of assessment
 A 1 Clinical Medicine
  2 Public Health, Health Services and Primary Care
  3 Allied Health Professions, Dentistry, Nursing and Pharmacy
  4 Psychology, Psychiatry and Neuroscience
  5 Biological Sciences 
  6 Agriculture, Veterinary and Food Science
 B 7 Earth Systems and Environmental Sciences
  8 Chemistry
  9 Physics
  10 Mathematical Sciences
  11 Computer Science and Informatics
  12 Aeronautical, Mechanical, Chemical and Manufacturing Engineering
  13 Electrical and Electronic Engineering, Metallurgy and Materials
  14 Civil and Construction Engineering
  15 General Engineering 
 C 16 Architecture, Built Environment and Planning 
  17 Geography, Environmental Studies and Archaeology
  18 Economics and Econometrics
  19 Business and Management Studies
  20 Law
  21 Politics and International Studies
  22 Social Work and Social Policy 
  23 Sociology 
  24 Anthropology and Development Studies
  25 Education
  26 Sport and Exercise Sciences, Leisure and Tourism
 D 27 Area Studies 
  28 Modern Languages and Linguistics
  29 English Language and Literature
  30 History
  31 Classics
  32 Philosophy
  33 Theology and Religious Studies
  34 Art and Design: History, Practice and Theory 
  35 Music, Drama, Dance and Performing Arts






March 2010  Publication of ‘Initial decisions’ by the funding bodies on the conduct of the REF (HEFCE 
Circular letter 04/2010)
July 2010 Publication of ‘Units of assessment and recruitment of expert panels’ (REF 01.2010)
November 2010 Publication of reports on the REF impact pilot exercise
February 2011 Panel membership announced 
March 2011 Publication of ‘Decisions on assessing research impact’ (REF 01.2011)
July 2011  Publication of ‘Assessment framework and guidance on submissions’ (REF 02.2011)
End July 2011  Publication of draft panel criteria and working methods for consultation 
5 October 2011 Close of consultation on draft panel criteria and working methods
January 2012  Publication of panel criteria and working methods 
31 July 2012  Institutions intending to make submissions to the REF submit their codes of practice on the 
selection of staff
Autumn 2012 Pilot of the REF submissions system 
October 2012  Invitation to HEIs to make submissions; invitation to request multiple submissions; and start of 
survey of submissions intentions 
December 2012   Survey of submissions intentions complete and deadline for requests for multiple submissions 
January 2013 Launch of submissions systems and accompanying technical guidance
31 July 2013  End of assessment period (for research impacts, the research environment, and data about 
research income and research doctoral degrees awarded)
Mid 2013 Appointment of additional assessors to panels 
31 October 2013 Census date for staff eligible for selection
29 November 2013  Closing data for submissions 
31 December 2013  End of publication period (cut-off point for publication of research outputs, and for outputs 
underpinning impact case studies)
Throughout 2014  Panels assess submissions 
December 2014  Publication of outcomes 





















Format and page limits for textual parts of submissions 
Table F1: Page limits for REF3a and REF5
Number of Category A  Page limit for Page limit for 
staff in the submission  impact template environment template 
(FTE) (REF3a) (REF5)
1 – 14.99 3 7
15 – 24.99 3 8
25 – 34.99 3 9
35 – 44.99 4 10
45 – 54.99 4 11
55 – 74.99 4 12
75 or more 5, plus 1 further 13, plus 1 further 
 page per additional  page per additional 




















Impact case study template (REF3b)
Title of case study:
1.  Summary of the impact (indicative maximum 100 words)
This	section	should	briefly	state	what	specific	impact	is	being	described	in	the	case	study.	
2.  Underpinning research (indicative maximum 500 words)
This section should outline the key research insights or findings that underpinned the impact, and provide details 
of what research was undertaken, when, and by whom. References to specific research outputs that embody 
the research described in this section, and evidence of its quality, should be provided in the next section.
Details of the following should be provided in this section:
	 •	 The	nature	of	the	research	insights	or	findings	which	relate	to	the	impact	claimed	in	the	case	study.
	 •	 	An	outline	of	what	the	underpinning	research	produced	by	the	submitted	unit	was	(this	may	relate	to	one	or	
more research outputs, projects or programmes). 
	 •	 Dates	of	when	it	was	carried	out.	
	 •	 	Names	of	the	key	researchers	and	what	positions	they	held	at	the	institution	at	the	time	of	the	research	
(where researchers joined or left the HEI during this time, these dates must also be stated).
	 •	 Any	relevant	key	contextual	information	about	this	area	of	research.	
Annex G
Impact case study template and guidance
REF 02.2011 53
3. References to the research (indicative maximum of six references)
This section should provide references to key outputs from the research described in the previous section, and 
evidence about the quality of the research. 






that the output is listed in REF2 or can be supplied by the HEI on request. 
All outputs cited in this section must be capable of being made available to panels. If they are not available in the 
public domain or listed in REF2, the HEI must be able to provide them if requested by the REF team.
Evidence of the quality of the research must also be provided in this section. Guidance on this will be provided 
in the panel criteria documents. Where panels request details of key research grants or end of grant reports, the 






4 Details of the impact (indicative maximum 750 words)
This section should provide a narrative, with supporting evidence, to explain:
	 •	 how	the	research	underpinned	(made	a	distinct	and	material	contribution	to)	the	impact	
	 •	 the	nature	and	extent	of	the	impact.	
The following should be provided:
	 •	 	A	clear	explanation	of	the	process	or	means	through	which	the	research	led	to,	underpinned	or	made	
a	contribution	to	the	impact	(for	example,	how	it	was	disseminated,	how	it	came	to	influence	users	or	
beneficiaries, or how it came to be exploited, taken up or applied). 
	 •	 	Where	the	submitted	unit’s	research	was	part	of	a	wider	body	of	research	that	contributed	to	the	impact	
(for example, where there has been research collaboration with other institutions), the case study should 
specify the particular contribution of the submitted unit’s research and acknowledge other key research 
contributions. 
	 •	 	Details	of	the	beneficiaries	–	who	or	what	community,	constituency	or	organisation	has	benefitted,	been	









5. Sources to corroborate the impact (indicative maximum of 10 references)
This section should list sources external to the submitting HEI that could, if audited, provide corroboration of 
specific claims made in the case study. Sources provided in this section should not be a substitute for providing 
clear evidence of impact in section 4; the information in this section will be used for audit purposes only. 
This section should list sufficient sources that could, if audited, corroborate key claims made about the impact 
of the unit’s research. These could include, as appropriate to the case study, the following external sources of 





made in the case study and that could be made available to the REF team by the HEI if audited*.
* Where the sources are individuals who could be contacted or have provided factual statements to the HEI, the submitted case study should state only 
the organisation (and, if appropriate, the position) of the individuals concerned, and which claim(s) they can corroborate. Their personal details (name, 
position, contact details) must be entered separately on the REF submission system and not on REF3b. Details of a maximum of five individuals may be 




























9 Two versions of this indicator will be shown: one using headcount of both Category A and Category C staff as the denominator; the second using 









































Index of definitions and data requirements
DEL Department for Employment and Learning, Northern Ireland
DOI Digital Object Identifier
ECU Equality Challenge Unit
ECR Early career researcher
EDAG  The REF’s Equalities and Diversity Advisory Group
EDAP The REF’s Equalities and Diversity Advisory Panel
EIA Equality impact assessment
EU European Union
FSR Financial Statistics Return
FTE Full-time equivalent
HE  Higher education
HEFCE Higher Education Funding Council for England
HEFCW Higher Education Funding Council for Wales
HEI Higher education institution
HESA Higher Education Statistics Agency
NIHR National Institute for Health Research
RAE Research Assessment Exercise
REF Research Excellence Framework
SFC Scottish Funding Council







tel 0117 931 7477 
e-mail info@ref.ac.uk
www.ref.ac.uk 
